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Elmar Holenstein:
Portrait of a Swiss Philosopher
Adapted and translated from:
http://de .wikipedia.orglwiki!Elmar_Holenstein

Scholarly Career
From 1964 to 1972 El mar Holenstein, born 7 January 193 7
in Gossau, Canton St. Gallen, studied philosophy, psychology, and
linguistics at the universities of Louvain/Leuven, Heidelberg, and
Zurich. His Ph.D. dissertation dealt with the phenomenology of the
pre- and non-conceptual human experience as explored by Edward
Husserl (1859-1938), the German founder of the phenomenological
movement in philosophy. Holenstein gained professorial status
(habilitation) by a book on the phenomenological structuralism of
Roman Jakobson.
Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 2015

32

1

Swiss American Historical Society Review, Vol. 51 [2015], No. 3, Art. 4
33
Elmar Holenstein: Portrait of a Swiss Philosopher

Between 1971 and 1997, he continued his studies at the
Husserl archive in Leuven, at Harvard University with Roman
Jakobson, and at the University of Hawai'i. He was a member of the
"universals project" of the linguist Hansjakob Seiler at the University
of Cologne and pursued further research with Joseph Greenberg at
Stanford University, also at the Institute of the Studies of Languages
and Cultures of Asia and Africa in Tokyo, and at the Collegium
Budapest.
From 1977 to 1990, Holenstein taught philosophy at the Ruhr
University in Bochum, Germany, then at the ETH, the Swiss Federal
Institute of Technology in Zurich until his retirement in 2002 when
he moved to Yokohama, Japan . In the academic year 1986/87, he was
guest professor at the University of Tokyo, and in 2004 Tang-Chun-I
Professor at the Chinese University of Hong Kong.

Main Philosophical Viewpoints
Decentering the Ego
Holenstein 's early philosophical analyses strive to clarify the
processes involved in cognition, especially in associations, that occur
"without the (conscious and volitional) participation of the I." In his
programmatic essay "Der Nullpunkt der Orientierung" (The ZeroPoint of Orientation), Holenstein demonstrates that the "I", while
indeed the point of origin of his or her perceptions, is experienced in
no way as the orientational center of his or her field of perception.
The mightest object in this field functions as center of orientation . Its
form (Gestalt) is thereby often more decisive than its meaning. The
significance of "I-consciousness" in ethical action, however, as well
as in communication, being structured by a sender and a recipient, is
an unrebuttable fact.

Phenomenological Structuralism
Holenstein views Prague Structuralism as understood
by Roman Jakobson (1896-1982) as a Husserlian structuralism
expanded by dimensions of inter-subjectivity and of the unconscious
that enlarge the understanding of the subject. According to Jakobson,
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol51/iss3/4
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fashionable understanding-an inseparable unity. They are as
interconnected, just as the participant and the observer perspectives
as well as formal and semantic (i.e. content) aspects prove to be in
language studies. Inspired by the Swiss philosopher Anton Marty,
Jakobson, and Greenberg, Holenstein deals in depth with putative
language universals and their possible understanding.
Philosophical Psychology
From the start Holenstein 's actual research interest in his
studies of language centered on the relationship between experience,
language, and thinking, later increasingly on that between "nature"
and "mind", the traditional "mind-body" problem, and in connection
with it on the heuristic function of the comparison between natural
and artificial intelligence. Based on gestalt-psychology and
cognitive science, he claimed early that the categorical structuring of
perceiving and thinking is much less language-dependent than it was
claimed during the early twentieth century in the heyday of linguistic
relativism . Neurology may prove that the freedom of will as the
basis of human action is imaginary, but it is incapable to prove that
consciousness is not a psychological reality. Not only the outdated
mechanistic physics as Descartes (1596-1650) conceived it , but also
today's physics is unable to explain consciousness. Therefore, we
have to admit that we do not know the inmost fabric of nature , its
intimafabrica, as Albrecht von Haller (1708-1777) put it, that serves
as origin of consciousness. In Holenstein 's view an enlarged naturali st
understanding of consciousness seems to be valid in psychology as
well as in ethics.
Comparative Cultural Philosophy
Based on the methodological perspectives that Holenstein had
gained in the years of his linguistic scholarly endeavors, he undertook
the comparative investigation of cultural phenomena. Given the
fluidity of research, he developed his philosophy of culture not in
a systematic treatise, but in modular fashion. Central to his inquiry
are cultural universals, the comparability of intra- and intercultural
variations, and the indefensible view of the Romantics who regarded
Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 2015
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cultures as closed structural units. He strove to explain intra- and
intercultural as well as intrapersonal conflicts and the impossibility
of a simultaneous optimal realization of all value assumptions.
He stressed further the importance of neighborly trans-regional
relationships for historical change and an in-born ability of code
switching for intercultural understanding. For Holenstein, Asia is not
only a millennia old treasury of spirituality but also of secularism,
of moral tenets embraced independently of religious persuasions. In
courses his most often used essay is titled: A Dozen Rules of Thumb
for Avoiding Intercultural Misunderstanding.

Philosophy Atlas
New visual teaching aids motivated Holenstein to try
"experimental cultural geography." Geography shows what it shows
in its spatial context. Therefore maps are especially suited to visualize
that European philosophy is not understandable without its nonEuropean context. Holenstein is committed to showing impressive
philosophical developments in Asia beyond the so-called axial age.
He also demonstrates that, like in Europe, the philosophical centers
in China and India moved at different times to different regions.
Holenstein finally also explores the ecological and economic basis
of the diverse oral traditions of Africa and of the pre-invasion
Americas.

Unique Swiss Political Traditions
The call to the Swiss Federal Institute of Technology in
Ziirich led Holenstein to complement his cultural philosophical
investigations by a series of studies that relate to typical traits of the
Swiss political system. Topics include positive aspects such as the
peaceful coexistence of several language groups. This is supported
by the international prestige of its two main minority languages and
the actual privileging of all three of them, as well as by the fortunate
fact that political, linguistic, denominational and economic frontiers
do not coincide. He addressed issues, furthermore, concerning
traditional social covenants such as agreements between employers'
and employees' associations, mediation, mutual acceptance of diverse
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol51/iss3/4
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laws in the cantons, informal ideals like good faith and fairness,
free movement, neutrality in case of a global conflict between
civilizations, and the historical background of the invocation of God
in the constitution's preamble.
Ethics
Like his language-oriented philosophical studies, also
Holenstein 's few texts that relate to ethics center on cognitive
issues: Conscience, moral feelings, and sense of responsibility.
They are intuitively experienced as binding. Although they are
natural experiences the appeal to them does not (even not according
to Kant) imply a naturalistic fallacy. Without them humans
would have only an utilitaristic understanding of the categorical
imperative.
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